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is a future trainee solicitor at Reed Smith.
When considering future career paths as a student,
Jonathan attended several networking events at law firms.
Even at events focused on disability he found nobody
willing to speak openly about being autistic in law, and a
sense among others that there was nobody autistic in the
profession. Jonathan knew this was unlikely to be the case,
ins
and instead
that many in the profession were likely afraid
to be open about it – and resolved to change this. After
working with disability consultancy companies to explain
to firms why it was smart business for them to seek to
employ talented autistic people, emphasising the positive
traits and dedication they could offer, he secured a training
contract with Reed Smith.
Jonathan is passionate about raising awareness of autism, specifically to increase autism acceptance. He is the
chair of UK charity Ambitious about Autism’s youth council, a supporter of the National Autistic Society and
Autistica; sits on the UK Parliament’s Westminster Autism Commission; and has worked with employers,
government organisations and schools across the country articulating a positive vision for autism.
He is a supporter of initiatives to support people with other disabilities, particularly into employment. He
serves on the UK government’s Work and Health expert advisory board, helping to deliver reforms to ensure
more disabled people can access quality work, and is a supporter of the civil service’s Autism Exchange which
mo
offers paid, quality work experience and internships to talented people with autism.
He has been recognised nationally and internationally for his advocacy; having reached out to over 10,000
people, he has been named European Campaigner of the Year, a Queen’s Young Leader, and the joint first UK
citizen to be a finalist for the Commonwealth Youth Awards.
Jonathan is a firm believer in the importance of the Commonwealth, and similar institutions, in the modern
era. The Commonwealth provides stability and unity, organised around shared history, law and values, in an
increasingly
diverse and disparate world; and through this unity, it is best placed to allow its sovereign
inc
member states to respond collectively to the global issues facing the world today.
Autism inclusion is one such global issue – autistic people exist in every country in the world, Commonwealth
and non-Commonwealth, whether they are recognised or not. And every one, whatever their nationality,
should have the opportunity to be included in civic life and mainstream culture, to live their life to the full, and
to reach as far as their talents and dedication allow. When autism is stigmatised, routine low-cost adjustments
are not made, and the talents of people who happen to experience the world differently is denied, everyone
loses out.
Ultimately, Jonathan wants to live in a world – and Commonwealth – where autism is recognised as not being
a barrier to achievement, where those with talent are able to utilise this to contribute to society, and those
who cannot work are properly supported. He recognises the forward-thinking nature of several
Commonwealth countries in dealing with autism acceptance, particularly the UK and New Zealand, and is
confident the body will be a key institution in the fight to ensure autistic people are accepted and valued for
are.
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‘As Chair of the All Party Parliamentary Group
on Autism in the UK Parliament, I welcome this
autism toolkit for Commonwealth members, as
I believe that it is vital to raise awareness of
autism and the potential of autistic people in
all parts of the globe. The Group is currently
working with a range of organisations and the
UK Government to bring about real change in
the areas of education, health, employment,
diagnosis, the criminal justice system, mental
health and many more. World Autism Awareness
Day is a wonderful opportunity to promote
improvements across the board for people with
autism and their families, and I am looking
forward to seeing what more progress can be
achieved in the coming year.’

"As the founder of he UK's Westminster
Autism Commission, I recognise the
importance autism acceptance
in society. This Commonwealth initiative
will go to great lengths to build awareness
of the autism spectrum internationally,
ac
across diverse and disparate countries and
cultures; I firmly support its mission to dispel
myths about the condition, and to inform
others about what autism is, and the positive
aspects autistic people can bring to society."

Broadly autism is a condition which affects social development and behaviour, as well as
sensory processing.
It is common for autistic people1 to be socially ‘different’ to others – this can take many
forms such as being withdrawn, or being social but in a noticeably different way.2 People
experiencing more profound autism might simply not communicate, do so in ways
others don’t recognise (e.g. not through speech, sign or body language). 3
Many autistic people are hyposensitive (under-sensitive) or hypersentive (over-sensitive)
to different senses (e.g. touch, taste, sound, sight, sound, balance).4 The same person can
be over-sensitive to one sense but under-sensitive to others, and be afected by different
levels of intensity for different senses. This can cause further social difficulty, especially
if not recognised.5

Autism is a spectrum condition and everyone with autism will be different. There's a
popular saying that "When you've met one autistic person, you've met one autistic
person you've met on autistic person" - you can't draw any conclusions from it because
everyone will experience autism differently. Some people will be very severly and
noticeably affected, whereas in others autism is less obvious and 'invisible'.
But this doesn't necessarily mean it's more 'mild' in these people just because its's hard
to spot - and it being less obvious can be less helpful sometimes, as people are less likely
to recognise they are experiencing situations differently from others, and many burn up
energy trying to disguise traits to appear 'normal'.
Autism is more common than many realise - currently, 1 in 88 people in the UK are
believed to have autism/be autistic, while some figures suggest 1 in 50 people in the US
and 1 in 33 men in South Korea are. 1 in 100 is the conservative estimate, but even this is
large amount. It means at least 24 million Commonwealth citizens are likely to be autistic
and at least 14.4 million young Commonwealth citizens under 30.

MYTH - "AUTISTIC PEOPLE LACK EMPATHY"
This is a common belief, because the behaviours of autistic people can often be seen as
"inconsiderate" or "inappropriate" from non-autistic eyes.
But neuroscience has found "emphathy" is actually made up of cognitive empathy - the ability
to understand others and predict their behaviour, from your instinct, their words and body
language etc. - and emotional empathy - the urge to care for others - and bth are controlled by
different parts of the brain.
Autistic people tend to have difficulty with cognitive empathy, also called "theory of
mind", which involves putting themselves in others' shoes and interpreting their
verbal and non-verbal signs. But some can learn how to do this, to different extents.
And autistic people tend to have avergae to above-average emotional empathy, and
can care very deeply about others.
Often this causes the person difficulty, as they can misread communication and
offend without meaning to do so - and don't then know how to solve the issue, so
withdraw from the conversation, giving the appearance of being cold, aloof and
un-empathetic when the opposite is true.

MYTH - “THE ‘EMPATHY DEFICIT’ IS ONE-SIDED”
Often it’s thought only autistic people have difficulty understanding others, not viceversa. But the influential “double-blind empathy” theory argues instead that both sides
have trouble understanding each other, because both communicate in ways the other
doesn’t understand.
For example, non-autistic people may read into autistic body language something that
isn’t actually there, and misinterpret them. So understanding requires efforts on both
sides.14

MYTH - EVERYONE ON THE AUTISTIC SPECTRUM
EITHER HAS ASPERGER SYNDROME OR ‘CLASSIC AUTISM’
People often think the spectrum is neatly split between the ‘high functioning’ Asperger
end and ‘classic autism’, including people with learning disabilities and lower IQs.
However, there are other diagnoses on the spectrum too; including Pervasive
Developmental Disorder Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS), which covers people
who score highly enough to be considered ‘autistic’ but don’t fit into the specific
Asperger or autism categories; or Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) which can
involve an inability to carry out requests and person-centred obsessive behaviour.
While the ICD-10 diagnostic manual uses the above categories, the DSM-V has replaced
them with one ‘Autism Spectrum Disorder’ (ASD);15 and the ICD-11, due out in 2018, is
expected to do the same.16 So while people will keep their Asperger and PDD-NOS
diagnoses, people in future won’t be diagnosed with them, only ASD.

MYTH - “STIMMING” AND “SCRIPTING” IS BAD
Autistic people often “stim” – where they perform a repetitive body movement,
such as kicking the floor, waving/flapping hands, or grabbing/stroking an
object – and “script” (also called echolalia), where they may repeat a phrase
many times which has no relevance to conversation.17 Naturally, this often makes
people uncomfortable, and stimming and scripting are often looked on as bad.
However, these are the ways autistic people both calm and stimulate themselves,
necessary because of their sensory differences. If people are not allowed to do
so, this can cause great stress and damage their mental and emotional wellbeing,
as the tension is not released.18
It is far better to let autistic people do so – or, if necessary in certain environments,
to teach them how to do so without attracting attention.

MYTH - AUTISTIC PEOPLE CAN'T BE IMAGINATIVE AND
CREATIVE
This is a less common myth with younger people due to the media presence of autistic
artists like Stephen Wiltshire MBE, but still common. It exists because a famous
diagnostic tool for autism in the 80s, the 'triad of impairments', listed impaired
imagination as a trait.19
But this actually refers to social imagination - the ability to predict others behaviour
accurately - not ordinary imagination. Sometimes, autistic people can have difficulty
with social imagination precisely because they have great abstract imagination, and
can't "steamline" their creativity to fit how most conversations go - which often follow
a set formula.20
And more and more creative industries have begun hiring autistic people in greater
numbers in recent years. Autistic people are great authors, painters, architects, poets;
many are very creative.21

MYTH - AUTISTIC PEOPLE ARE ONLY SUITED FOR JOBS IN IT /
DATA
Many autistic people are interested and skiled at IT and data roles, and many firms in this area
now seek out autistic workers.22 But not all autistic people are intested and/or skiled in this area.
There are austistic teachers, doctors, academics (in humanities as well as sciences); there are
autistic lawyers (barristers and solicitors), bankers, consultants,23 and Commonwealth politicians
(such as former Australian Deputy Prime Minister Tim Fischer, who has high functioning
autism).24 There are also autistic librarians, cashiers, supermarket workers and many more.
Yet despite the vast majority of autistic people wanting to work, too many are
unemployed - stats suggest only 15-35% of autistic adults are in full time employment.
Many have skills to benefit employers on the job, but are held back because of
difficulty with interviews and knowing how to express themselves.26

MYTH - AUTISM IS A MENTAL HEALTH CONDITION
Autism is not a form of mental health problem - it's a developmental condition (also
called neurological or neuro-divergent conditions / differences) which is present from
birth and an integral part of how the brain works, not an illness.27 It does not have
'bouts' of activity like mental illness - people are either autistic or not - and while some
need and use theraphy, others don't. The vast majority of autistic people do not want
to be "cured" even if this were possible, and often feel the real barriers to their success
come from how society views autism, not their autism itself.28

MYTH - AUTISTIC PEOPLE CAN’T HAVE MENTAL HEALTH
CONDITIONS
However, it is true that because of negative social treatment, autistic people are more
ikely to develop mental health conditions like depression and anxiety. 70% of autistic
children meet the criteria for one condition and 40% for two, but are often undiagnosed
because professionals wrongly assume these are part of their autism, or don’t want to
give them too many “labels”.29 This means many go without help for mental health
problems.
The risks of poor mental health for autistic people is something the mental health charity
Mind have tackled in the UK, with an autism toolkit launched in 2015 sharing best
practice,30 and is collaborating with autism organisations such as Ambitious about
Autism to ensure that autistic people have better access to mental health services.
As Equality Improvement Champion for Mind, I am also working to improve this.

MYTH - AUTISM IS JUST A SOCIAL CONDITION
Autism also affects how people process the world through their sensory. It can make
them either hypersensitive (oversensitive) or hyposensitive (under-sensitive) to different
senses such as sound, touch, smell, taste, hearing, temperature, pain or balance; and the
same person can be over-sensitive to one sense while under-sensitive to others (and often is).
This can cause added social difficulties because they’re simply experiencing situations
differently to others – what might feel fine for one person may be far too loud, bright,
hot etc. for an autistic person, making them stressed for reasons others are less likely to
understand, and so making their behaviour seem odd or rude when others might also
act the same way in that situation.31

MYTH - AUTISTIC PEOPLE ARE ALL SAVANTS WITH A
‘SPECIAL GIFT’
It’s true autistic people tend to have special interests, which they devote study to and
therefore know a lot about. But this isn’t the same as being a savant, especially because
lots of autistic people don’t just have one special interest, but a handful. Estimates are
only 0.05% of autistic people are true savants – they’re two very different conditions.32
That doesn’t mean, however, than autistic people don’t have special talents – like being
very loyal to friends and employers, strong attention to detail, punctuality, dedication
to work and a unique way of looking at issues.

MYTH - GIRLS AND WOMEN CAN’T HAVE AUTISM, OR
ONLY A TINY NUMBER DO
It was once believed girls could’nt be autistic, and the autism spectrum was a male
condition. Then girls and women started being diagnosed, but at lower rates than
men (and those diagnosed tended to be more severely affected).33 It was suggested

this was because autism was a form of an “extreme male brain”.34
Now, though, more and more women and girls are being diagnosed, and there are
many women open about being autistic – including successful academics, journalists
and civil servants. It’s believed the male-centric nature of autism diagnosis, where
psychologists are taught to look for behaviours observed in young boys, not girls or
adult women (or adult men), means autistic women and girls are overlooked. 35
Autistic women also tend to be better at disguising traits at an earlier age to “blend
in”, especially those whose autism is mild or less obvious, so aren’t diagnosed until
later on, when the strain of constantly masking their true identity becomes too much.36
On the subject of diversity, autistic people can also be LGBT (a large number are
transgender),37 and any race or age – though less ethnic minorities and older people
are diagnosed with autism, this is more likely due to lack of awareness in
ommunities than an actual difference in rate.38 And autistic people can have other
disabilities too, such as using wheelchairs or having dyspraxia or dyslexia.

MYTH - AUTISTIC PEOPLE CAN’T HAVE ACCESS ADJUSTMENTS
IN THE WORKPLACE
In the UK, autism is considered a disability for the purposes of the Equality Act, which means
employers have an anticipatory duty to make reasonable adjustments for people on the
spectrum to allow them to work to their full potential.39
This may include headphones if they are over-sensitive to sound, a quiet desk, having
instructions explained clearly to them, changes to online tests when applying, and ‘job carving’
where roles from different jobs are “mixed up” and handed to various employees, so the
person ends up in a job which utilises all their talents while avoiding weaknesses.40 Many
firms also now run autism awareness sessions to create understanding workplace
cultures and “soft adjustments”.41
But it’s true that many employers are unaware of their duty to offer adjustments, and
outside the UK, many autistic people will face difficulty if their country has no
disability legislation helping them achieve adjustments and support.

AUTISM AND UNDERREPRESENTED GROUPS
Autistic women and girls, discussed above, are the most notable group where
identification/diagnosis and support is lacking, but there are other communities where
awareness is also lower.
For example, in developed Commonwealth countries (Australia, Canada, New Zealand

and the UK), autism diagnosis rates among ethnic minority communities are lower
than average. There is not suggestion this is due to any innate difference, however, but
rather due to lower awareness among communities, often due to barriers to education
about autism.
Many studies have found the same is true of lower socio-economic communities, whose
autism diagnosis rates are also lower because many cannot afford private diagnoses
and have to deal with long waiting times from public health providers. Faced with this,
many simply give up, or if they do persevere, receive the diagnosis for themselves or
their children much later.
Understanding of autism has developed over time, particularly over the last thirty years
Older people (particularly those over 50) in developed countries grew up at a time
when autism awareness and diagnosis was nowhere near as prevalent, and only very
noticeable cases were diagnosed. As such, many older people who would now meet
the criteria for autism will not have been diagnosed and may not identify as autistic –
but will still have the difficulties caused by autism, and often these will be more obvious
than those diagnosed young because of a lack of interventions.42

MYTH - AUTISM WILL BE TREATED THE SAME ACROSS
CULTURE
Different traits/behaviours have different effects in different cultures. For example, in Japan
and many African countries, it is considered polite to avoid eye contact when speaking to social
superiors; in the Western World this would be considered disrespectful and a trait strongly
associated with autism.43
In many cultures with less understanding of/education around autism, there exists a strong
stigma around diagnoses – it can be incorrectly viewed as an illness or mental health issue, or
as a sign of moral failing. In these cultures, people will be more hesitant to seek a
diagnosis or to be open about it, if they can conceal it.44

people but diagnoses for autism are harder to obtain, and fewer autistic people
tend to achieve higher education
- Autism can also be more misunderstood here – more likely to be confused as a
learning disability or mental health issue or illness.45
However, it would be wrong to think things can progress by developed
Commonwealth countries lecturing others on autism – there needs to be a full and
inclusive dialogue, understanding the differences in how autism is viewed across
Commonwealth cultures.
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Deputy Prime Minister of Australia 1996-1999. Fischer’s son is
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of his childhood. He believes the intensity and determination these
traits gave him helped him become Deputy Prime Minister
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